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Abstract 
This paper argues that the true raison d’être of the open method of coordination is not its 
capacity to foster mutual learning, rather its iterative nature. To support this argument the 
paper first looks at the OMC itself to examine how it creates an iterative process and how it 
fosters mutual learning. Then it examines whether there exist relationships between actual 
changed national policies and the OMC’s iterative nature on the one hand and its capacity to 
organise learning on the other. The conclusion of the paper is, that for as far as the OMC is of 
influence on the member states’ policies, it is more likely to be the result of the OMC’s 
iterative nature than its capacity to organise mutual learning. 
 
Key-words: open method of coordination, European Employment Strategy, mutual learning, 
iterative process, active labour market policies.
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1. Introduction 
 
The European Employment Strategy (EES) and the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) are both 
quite recently introduced, respectively 1997 and 2000, as new instruments to converge the EU 
member states’ national laws and policies. Moreover, the EES and OMC (further: OMC)1 are not 
only new legal instruments, they also represent a new way of European governance.2 With this 
new way of European governance, in essence is meant a process that has a normative dimension 
but does not operate through the formal mechanism of traditional command-and-control-type 
legal institutions like the Community Method 3  does. 4  As new instrument, and moreover, as 
archetypal of new governance, the OMC is continuously subject of debate. In this debate, in short, 
the opponents argue that these new forms of governance are less effective than the traditional 
Community Method,5 whereas the proponents have made claims that they lead, in terms of 
effectiveness, to convergence of the EU member states’ national policies.6 Consequently, there 
are many studies conducted to assess the effectiveness of the OMC. A substantial part of these 
studies is devoted to the capacity of the OMC to promote mutual learning among the EU member 
states. This strong focus on the OMC’s capacity to promote mutual learning is not surprisingly, 
since it is considered as the raison d’être of the OMC, or at least as one of its strengths.7 The 
result of these studies, however, is disappointing when it comes to the convergence of the EU 
member states’ policies.8 Despite the disappointing results, or sometimes even the lack of results, 
the OMC is still considered as a promising instrument to converge the member states’ policies.9 
However, this is only the case if the mechanism for promoting experimental learning and 
deliberative problem-solving ‘systematically and continuously obliges Member States to pool 
information, compare themselves to one another, and reassess current policies against their 
relative performance’.10 The pivot of convergence, therefore, lays within the OMC’s nature as an 
instrument that creates an iterative process. Therefore, the argument in this paper is that the 
true raison d’être of the OMC is its iterative nature. Consequently, the effectiveness of the OMC 
                                                    
1  Since the EES is a particular OMC institutionalized by the EC-Treaty, the term OMC refers from hereon to both, 
the OMC in general and the EES. 
2 Cf. Trubek, D.M. and Mosher, J.S. (2001), ‘New Governance, EU Employment Policy, and the European Social 
Model’, Jean Monnet Working Paper No.6/01; and more elaborate De Búrca, G. and Scott, J. (2006), Law and 
New Governance in the EU and the US. Oxford: Hart Publishing. 
3 I.e. European integration through harmonization of national laws and policies. 
4 De Búrca, G. and Scott, J. (2006), ‘Introduction: New Governance, Law and Constitutionalism’, in De Búrca, G. 
and Scott, J., Law and New Governance in the EU and the US. Oxford: Hart Publishing, pp. 1-14 (p.2). 
5 E.g. Hatzopoulos, V. (2007), ‘Why the Open Method of Coordination Is Bad For You: A Letter to the EU’, European 
Law Journal Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 309-342; Metz, A. (2005), ‘Innovation in EU Governance? Six Proposals for 
Taming Open Co-ordination’, C.A.P. paper, Munich, November 2005; and Szyszczak, E. (2001), ‘The New 
Paradigm for Social Policy: A Virtuous Circle?’, Common Market Law Review 38, pp. 1125-1170. 
6 E.g. Zeitlin, J. (2007), A decade of Innovation in EU Governance: The European Employment Strategy, the Open 
Method of Coordination, and the Lisbon Strategy. Paper prepared for the conference of the Portuguese Presidency 
of the EU on “Employment in Europe: Prospects and Priorities”, Lisbon, 8-9 October 2007; Borrás, S. and 
Jacobsson, K. (2004), ‘The open method of co-ordination and new governance patterns in the EU’, Journal of 
European Public Policy 11:2, pp. 185-208; and Scott, J. and Trubek, D.M. (2002), ‘Mind the Gap: Law and New 
Approaches to Governance in the European Union’, European Law Journal, Vol. 8, No. 1, pp. 1-18. 
7 The literature about the OMC, including a strong focus on the OMC’s capacity to organise mutual learning, is 
extensive. To give some examples: Zeitlin, J. and Pochette, Ph. (eds.) with Magnusson, L. (2005), The Open 
Method of Co-ordination in Action. The European Employment and Social Inclusion Strategies, Bruxelles: P.I.E. 
Peter Lang; Casey, D.H. and Gold, M. (2005), ‘Peer review of labour market programmes in the European Union: 
what can countries really learn from one another?’, Journal of European Public Policy 12:1, pp. 23-43; Radaelli, 
C.M. (2003), The Open Method of Coordination: A new governance architecture for the European Union? SIEPS 
report 1; Trubek and Mosher (2001), supra note 2. 
8 E.g. Zeitlin, J. (2005), ‘Conclusion’, in Zeitlin, J. and Pochette, Ph. (eds.) with Magnusson, L. (2005), The Open 
Method of Co-ordination in Action. The European Employment and Social Inclusion Strategies, Bruxelles: P.I.E. 
Peter Lang, pp. 447-504. 
9 Zeitlin (2005), supra note 8, p. 448. 
10 Zeitlin (2005), supra note 8, p. 448. 
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to converge member states’ policies should not focus on the OMC’s capacity to organise mutual 
learning, rather it should focus on the extend to which the member states have accommodated 
their national laws and policies to a particular OMC process.  
To support this argument, this paper conducts a two step research inspired by Trubek and 
Mosher, who suggest that there might be two methods used to assess the nature and degree of 
learning fostered by the EES. First by looking at the process itself and secondly to measure actual 
policy change and show causal relationships.11 On the one hand, this paper extends this approach, 
whereas it no only looks at how the OMC in general and the EES in particular foster mutual 
learning but also how they create an iterative process. On the other hand, this paper limits this, 
since it will simply examine whether there exists just a relationship, and not a causal relationship, 
between actual changed policies of the member states and the OMC’s iterative nature 
respectively its capacity to foster mutual learning. More generally, the research is confined to the 
case of the EES. Reasons for this confinement are that there does not exist an OMC, in practice 
there are as many OMC’s as there are subjects governed by it,12 and the OMC in general needs 
time to develop. The EES is the best developed and the oldest OMC, therefore the changes to find 
some results are best with the EES.  
The structure of the paper is as follows. The next two paragraphs are concerned with the 
first step of the research and analyse how the OMC, and the EES in particular, creates an 
iterative process (§2) respectively fosters mutual learning (§3) and how that is supposed to 
converge the member states’ policies. The fourth paragraph is concerned with the second step 
and conducts an empirical research for the relationships between actual changed national active 
labour market policies of five member states (i.e. Belgium, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, 
and the United Kingdom) and the EES’s iterative nature on the one hand and its capacity to 
organise mutual learning on the other. The last paragraph (§5) combines the findings of both 
steps and concludes that for as far as the OMC influences the member states’ national policies, 
this is more likely to be the result of the OMC’s iterative nature than its capacity to organise 
mutual learning. Therefore, it would do the OMC more just to call its iterative nature its true 
raison d’être. 
 
 
2. The OMC’s iterative nature 
 
As argued in the introduction, there are as many OMC’s as subjects governed by the OMC. 
Consequently, each OMC creates its own iterative process. A common way to overcome this 
problem, is the use of an ideal-typical OMC. Therefore, this paragraph first introduces an ideal-
typical OMC based on its introduction in the Lisbon Strategy (§2.1). Based on this ideal-typical 
OMC it is possible to get a general idea of how the OMC creates an iterative process and how it is 
supposed to influence the member states’ policies (§2.2). Since the actual research is confined to 
the EES, deviations from the ideal-typical OMC are indicated. 
 
2.1 The ideal-type OMC  
 
The European Council introduced in March 2000 the OMC as a new instrument. The aim of this 
new instrument is to help the member states to implement the new strategic goals of the Lisbon 
Strategy.13 Paragraph 37 of the Lisbon Strategy describes the OMC as ‘the means of spreading 
                                                    
11 Trubek and Mosher (2001), supra note 2, p.16. 
12 Cf Radaelli (2003), supra note 7, pp. 17 and 31-38; and B. Laffan and C. Shaw (2005), ‘Classifying and Mapping 
OMC in different policy areas’, paper for NEWGOV-New Modes of Governance, pp. 11-14. 
13 European Council, Presidency Conclusions. Lisbon 23-24 March 2000, (Lisbon Strategy), par. 7 and 37. 
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best practice and achieving greater convergences towards the main EU goals’. Further, it explains 
that the OMC is designed as a decentralised approach14 to help the member states develop their 
own policies and therefore involves:  
1. fixed guidelines with specific timetables for achieving the goals;  
2. establishing, where appropriate, quantitative and qualitative indicators and 
benchmarks;  
3. translation of the European guidelines into national and regional policies by setting 
specific targets and adopting measures;  
4. and periodic monitoring, evaluation and peer review organised as mutual learning.  
 
Based on this description of the OMC Lafan and Shaw introduced an ideal-type OMC:  
 
OMC development proceeds from common objectives establishing a field of common 
concern. Progress towards objectives can be measured once common indicators are 
established. Indicators allow comparison of performance of member states that is, in 
turn, used to set targets. Once targets are set member states or the EU draw up 
action plans to meet the objectives. Peer reviewing allows badly performing member 
states to draw lessons from best practice.15 (emphasis added) 
 
Other instruments that can be used are considered as derivatives of the key elements. For 
instance, guidelines are derived from objectives and benchmarking from peer reviewing. Since 
this “bleu print” of the OMC in the Lisbon is based on the EES, the EES resembles the ideal-type 
OMC to a large extend. 
 
2.2 The iterative nature of the OMC 
 
The definition of the ideal-type OMC is actually no more than a description of different elements 
that are subsequently related to each other. To be more precise, the adoption of one element 
serves as basis for, or leads to the adoption of, another element. Thus, the adoption of common 
objectives lead to the establishment of common indicators, which on their turn lead to the 
adoption of targets for the member states that serve as basis for their action plans. This process 
is more accurate defined in article 128 of the EC-Treaty, which describes the process of the EES. 
In this process, the common objectives are established by the employment guidelines, which are 
proposed by the Commission, agreed on by the European Council and finally adopted by the 
Council. Based on the common objectives in the guidelines, the European Employment 
Committee agrees on common indicators. Based on the guidelines and indicators together, 
member states have to draw their national action plans. These national action plans are peer 
reviewed by the Commission and Council in their joint report. If the joint report gives reason for 
it, the Commission can propose the Council to adopt country specific recommendations. The 
member states on their turn have to consider those recommendations when they draw their next 
national action plans. According to article 128 of the EC-Treaty this process repeats itself yearly, 
however, since 2005 the process is streamlined with the process of the Broad Economic Policy 
Guidelines (which is another OMC), and became a triennial cycle. This process can be visualised 
as shown in figure 1. 
 
                                                    
14 See for confirmation of the decentralised approach par. 38 of the Lisbon Strategy. 
15 Laffan and Shaw, supra note 12, p. 15. 
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Figure 1. Iterative cycle of the EES 
 
 
How is this iterative nature of the EES supposed to influence the member states’ national policies? 
Characteristic for the OMC in general is that is fosters ‘convergence on common interest and on 
some agreed common priorities while respecting national and regional diversities’.16 This means 
the aim of the OMC is not to converge national policies, rather its aim is to convergence at the 
level of ideas17 or policy outcomes18. The OMC’s iterative nature contributes to this, since it 
enhances the member states’ political commitment to EU decision-making regarding the subject 
governed by the specific OMC.19 More specific, it encourages the commitment of the member 
states, because the jointly defined guidelines and the incremental adjustment of national policies 
allows the member states to gradually adjust to the process.20 In other words, the EES influences 
the member states’ national policies through its guidelines, which are taken into account by the 
member states in their national action plans and further concretised by the Council’s country 
specific recommendations. 
 
 
3 Mutual Learning within the EES 
 
There is scant evidence that the original purpose of the EES, and therefore the OMC, is to foster 
mutual learning.21 It is not until the introduction of the OMC in the Lisbon Strategy that it is 
                                                    
16 Among many others, for instance: M.J. Rodrigues (2001), ‘The Open Method of Coordination as a New 
Governance Tool’, L’evoluzione della governance europea, special issue of ‘Europa/Europe, No. 2-3, pp. 96-107; 
and Goetschy, J. (2003), ‘The European Employment Strategy, Multi-level Governance, and Policy Coordination: 
Past, Present and Future’, in Zeitlin, J. and Trubek, D. (eds.), Governing Work and Welfare in a New Economy. 
European and American Experiments. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 59-87 (p. 69). 
17 Radaelli (2003), supra note 7, p.9. 
18 Trubek and Mosher (2001), supra note 7, p.19. 
19 Cf. Goetschy, (2003), supra note 16, p.69.  
20 Ibid. 
21 Trubek and Mosher (2001), supra note 7, p. 15 (in particular footnote 20). Indirectly this can also be concluded 
from the paper of Goetschy, J. (1999), ‘The European Employment Strategy: Genesis and Development’, 
European Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 5, No. 2, pp. 117-137. In this paper she concludes that the aim of 
the EES is threefold: 1. to increase the legitimacy of Community-level action; 2. to improve the efficiency of 
Social Europe; and 3. to serve as a catalyst for the efficiency of national employment policies. Thus, the OMC’s 
capacity to organise mutual learning is not part of it. 
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stressed that the OMC could foster mutual learning.22 Hence, many scholars argue that the OMC’s 
iterative process, in combination with its multi-level governance approach, creates a ‘real 
opportunity for an encompassing learning process to take place’.23 Or, as Trubek and Mosher put 
it, ‘the [OMC] process is iterative and iteration fosters deliberation’.24 Further, the OMC process 
brings together actors from various parts of national governments and social partners who 
interact with the Commission.25 As such, the OMC could create a new ‘epistemic community’26 at 
EU-level.27 In other words, mutual learning is a derivative of the OMC’s iterative nature, since the 
latter creates a proper environment in which mutual learning can flourish. Notwithstanding the 
fact that there is still a lot to improve in order for the OMC to actually create a new ‘epistemic 
community’,28 the OMC has the capacity to organise mutual learning.  
Within the EES the capacity to foster mutual learning is visible in at least two ways. The 
first way follows indirectly from the EES’s procedural cycle. Based on the guidelines and the 
national action plans the Commission and Council monitor and evaluate the member states’ 
performances regarding the implementation of the common objectives and in relation to each 
other (procedural step 5 of figure 1). This is also called ‘peer review’. The result of this peer 
reviewing is that bad performing member states (shaming) can be distinguished from the better 
performing member states (naming).29 This fosters learning in the sense that, shaming serves as 
an incentive for bad performing member states to improve their performance by learning from 
the better performing member states. 
The second way the ESS organises mutual learning is more directly, namely by a Mutual 
Learning Programme (MLP). 30  The EES MLP focuses on specific examples of good practices, 
brought to the attention of the Commission by the member states in their national action plans.31 
The notification of a best practice in a national action plan is an indirect way by which the 
member states offer to host a peer review meeting about that best practice. The main objective 
of such a peer review meeting is ‘to encourage mutual learning and to enhance the transferability 
of the most effective policies within the key-areas of the specific OMC’.32 Practices that qualify for 
a peer review meeting are policies that are successfully implemented with proven results in one 
of the member states.33 The participation of a peer review meeting is voluntary.34 Further, the 
EES MLP facilitates thematic-review seminars and follow-up activities. The thematic-review 
seminars ‘have an agenda-setting role for the mutual learning process and aim to steer the policy 
                                                    
22 Rodrigues (2001), supra note 16, p.8. 
23 Goetschy (2003), supra note 19, p. 72. 
24 Trubek and Mosher (2001), supra note 7, p.16. 
25 Goetschy (2003), supra note 19, p. 70; Trubek and Mosher (2001), supra note 7, p.16. 
26 This is a community where experts and social and political actors share similar cognitive and normative 
orientations towards the specific OMC’s common objectives. See more elaborate about epistemic communities: 
Haas, P.M. (1992), ‘Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination’. International 
Organisation. Vol. 46, No. 1, pp. 1-35. 
27 Goetschy (2003), supra note 19, p.72; Trubek and Mosher (2001), supra note 7, p.16. 
28 Cf. Radaelli (2003), supra note 7, pp. 39-48. 
29 Cf. Trubek, D.M. and Trubek, L. (2005), ‘The Open Method of Coordination and the Debate over “Hard” and “Soft” 
law’, in Zeitlin, J. and Pochette, Ph. (eds.) with Magnusson, L. (2005), The Open Method of Co-ordination in 
Action. The European Employment and Social Inclusion Strategies, Bruxelles: P.I.E. Peter Lang, pp. 83-103 
(pp.90-91). 
30 It should be noted that in the case of the EES, article 129 TEC also fosters mutual learning, whereas it 
encourages initiatives ‘aimed at developing exchanges of information and best practices, providing comparative 
analysis and advice as well as promoting innovative approaches and evaluating experiences’.  
31 According to Casey and Gold (2005), supra note 7, p. 26, the EES MLP is based on article 129 TEC. 
32 Cf. http://www.mutual-learning-employment.net/MutualLearningProgramme  
33 Ibid. 
34 Casey and Gold (2005), supra note 7, p.27. 
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debate under an overall thematic focus’.35 These seminars start with a general overview of the 
European objective of the reviewed theme and continue with several (academic) paper 
presentations, supported by country-examples. The participation of these seminars is also 
voluntary. The aim of the follow-up activities is ‘to increase the understanding of the EES and the 
quality of policy making in the member states, by promoting policy review in a trans-national 
context, the development of dissemination networks and partnerships between member states, 
national, regional and local authorities and stakeholders, and further the transfer of experience 
and good practice within and between member states’.36 All three forms of learning as fostered 
by the EES MLP aim to influence the member states’ policies by reviewing the transferability of 
the good practices of one member state to the participating member states.  
 
 
4 Empirical research for relationships 
 
The aim of the empirical research is to examine whether there exist relationships between actual 
changes in national policies and the EES’s iterative nature on the one hand and its capacity to 
foster mutual learning on the other hand. More exactly, the aim of the empirical research is to 
determine which of the relationships exists the most, whilst the relationship that exists the most 
is also likely to be more substantial of influence on the member states’ policies. Because this 
examination is not just a simple counting exercise, this paragraph starts with an outline of the 
research design, including its sensitivities, and a description of how the research is conducted 
(§4.1). Than the results are presented and discussed (§4.2). 
 
4.1 Outline research design and conduct 
 
The research design holds two formal elements, time period and selection of member states, and 
three material elements; the actual changed policies, EES’s iterative nature and the EES MLP.  
 
The first element, the time-period over which the relationships are searched for is carefully 
chosen, by the following requirements. Since generally one could not expect policies to change 
overnight, so some time-period is required when the change of policies is involved. This is even 
more the case with the OMC, since it is designed to foster convergence towards the common 
objectives on the middle- and long-term, rather than on the short-term. Assuming that two years 
being in use should be enough to influence the first actual national policy changes, the time-
period of the empirical research starts in 2000. The examined time-period ends in 2003, which is 
assumed to be a sufficiently period of time to measure a continuing relationship between actual 
changes of national policies and the OMC’s iterative nature and the EES’s mutual learning 
programme.  
The second formal element concerns the selection of EU member states; Belgium, Denmark, 
Germany, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom (UK). The most important reason to select 
these member states is the availability and accessibility of information about the actual changed 
policies on national level as well as on European level, and the possibility of participating a 
mutual learning programme. For instance, the chosen time-period 2000 – 2003, excludes the 
new member states that acceded the EU in 2004. Although the selection is concentrated on 
member states in the north-west of the EU, the research is representative, since they all have 
                                                    
35 Cf. http://www.mutual-learning-employment.net/thematicreviews/  
36 Cf. http://www.mutual-learning-employment.net/Follow-upanddisseminationactivities/  
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good practices and have to undertake certain activities to improve their performance regarding 
the common objectives that involve the ALMPs. For instance, Denmark and the Netherlands are 
considered to be forerunners, Belgium and the UK are just average, whilst Germany is considered 
as one of the member states that arrears in activating its labour market policies. 
The first material element concerns the actual changes in national policies. These actual 
changes in national policies have to relate to the EES. Further, information about these actual 
changed policies has to be accessible. This is the case for the active labour market policies 
(ALMPs) direct job-creation and employment subsidies, training, and public employment services. 
The first two ALMPs are part of employment guideline 19, which calls upon the member states to 
‘[e]nsure inclusive labour markets, enhance work attractiveness, and make work pay for job-
seekers, including disadvantaged people, and the inactive’. The ALMP ‘training’ is subject of the 
guidelines 23 and 24, respectively about expending and improving investment in human capital 
and adaptation of education and training systems in response to new competence requirements. 
The last ALMP concerning public employment services, is part of employment guideline 20, which 
calls upon the member states to ‘[i]mprove matching of labour needs’.37 Information about the 
actual changed ALMPs is available and accessible by the Labour Market Reforms Database 
(LABREF). This database systematically records information about reforms within the EU member 
states, that are likely to have an impact on labour market performance. The information sources 
used to compile the LABREF database, include besides the national action plans, databases of the 
International Labour Organisation (ILO), the European Industrial Relations Observatory (EIRO), 
the Organisation for the Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF).38  
The second material element of the research design is the EES’s iterative nature. From the 
six procedural steps of the EES’s iterative nature, only two are useful to determine whether there 
exists a relationship with the actual changed policies. These are the national action plans in which 
the member states present their realised and intended future activities and the country specific 
recommendations since they recommend specific action the individual member state should 
undertake to tackle a certain issue subject to the EES.39 Because it is about a relationship with 
the iterative nature, it is required that the actual changed policy is part of subsequent cycles. 
Thus, if the policy changed in, for instance, 2001, than the member states’ national action plans 
of the foregoing year (2000), the year of adoption (2001) and the following year (2002) should 
somehow refer to this policy. The same goes for the country specific recommendations. Although 
a generous attitude is taken towards acknowledging a relationship this appeared to be rather 
difficult, since references to the actual changed policy were hard to find in the preceding year and 
the year of adoption. In a way, this is not surprisingly, since the change of a policy is an ongoing, 
growing process that is not clear until the moment it is completed. With a less generous attitude 
it is very likely that a lot less relationships are found.  
The third material element is the EES’s capacity to organise mutual learning. From the two 
ways the EES fosters mutual learning, the indirect way the EES fosters mutual learning cannot be 
used to determine whether there exists a relationship with the actual changed ALMPs. The main 
problem here, is that the joint reports only indirectly fosters learning, leaving it up to the 
member states if they want to learn and what the would like to learn from the better performing 
member states. This makes it hard to determine where to look for learning aspects. If this 
                                                    
37 Both employment guidelines are part of the integrated employment guidelines 2005-2008. 
38 See more elaborate about LABREF on: 
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/db_indicators/db_indicators8638_en.htm. 
39 The national action plans and country specific recommendations are both available and accessible on the 
Commissions website about the EES: 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/employment_strategy/develop_en.htm  
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indirect learning becomes visible anywhere, than this is within the EES’s MLP, its direct way of 
fostering mutual learning thus. Therefore, the search for relationships with actual changed 
national ALMPs is confined to the EES MLP.40 In this search, again a generous attitude is taken 
towards acknowledging a relationship. A positive relationship is acknowledged when the actual 
changed policy was part of a mutual learning programme that took place before the date of 
adoption and if the member state participated the programme. A positive relationship is also 
contributed to the EES MLP is there exists a relationship between the actual changed national 
ALMP and both, the EES’s iterative nature and the EES MLP. The underlying rationale for this is 
that the MLP enhances the influence of the OMC in general on the national policy and, therefore, 
not only strengthens the relationship, but also enhances the effectiveness of the OMC. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that, given the period of time (2000-2003) the research is 
conducted for, the EES MLP is limited to the peer meetings, since the thematic seminars and 
follow-up activities started just in 2005.  
 
 
4.2 Results of the empirical research 
 
In total there are 36 actual changed national ALMPs examined for a relationship between either 
the EES’s iterative nature or its MLP. The results of the empirical research are registered in Table 
1 (Annex) and visualised in Figure 2.  
 
Figure 2 Relationships with actual changed ALMPs of the five member states, per year 
0
2
4
6
8
10
2000 2001 2002 2003
Actual Changed ALMP National Action Plan
Country Specific Recommendation Mutual Learning Programme
 
 
Several things spring out in this figure, but regarding the aim of the empirical research, only two 
are of interest. The first and most eye-catching in this figure is the scant number of relationships 
between the actual changed ALMPs and the EES MLP. All together, a feeble number of three 
relationships are found. In other words, on a total of 36 actual changed policies, in only 8% of 
the changed policies there is a relationship with mutual learning. However, we have to put this 
result into context. First, it takes time before the OMC in general is at full force, this is no 
                                                    
40 Information about the EES MLPs is available on the Commissions website www.mutual-learning-employment.net/. 
The website includes information about the MLPs that took place, the subjects they cover, when they were 
hosted, and which member states participated. 
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different for the EES. Although, some time was taken into account, i.e. two years, this might 
have been to short in order to create the proper environment for learning. As such, it could be 
that the relationships found in 2002 and 2003 are the first signs that a learning environment is 
emerging. Therefore, it would be interesting to conduct a further research over a longer period of 
time. Secondly, there are as many OMCs as subjects governed by it, the same holds true for the 
way how mutual learning is fostered. This means that the EES MLP is just one way to foster 
mutual learning, other OMC’s might foster it on another way. For instance, the OMC Social 
Protection fosters mutual learning by peer meetings that confront the experience of the host 
member state in a particular area with the comments and critical analysis of peer countries.41 
Learning organised in this way may result in more relationships with actual changed policies.  
The second outstanding feature in this figure, is that there is a relationship between all, 
except for one, actual changed ALMPs and the national action plans. Nevertheless, this is not 
enough to establish a relationship between the actual changed ALMP and the EES’s iterative 
nature. Therefore, there should also be a relationship between the actual changed ALMPs and the 
country specific recommendations. These relationships exist in 26 cases, in other words, there 
are 26 relationships between the actual changed ALMPs and the EES’s iterative nature. However, 
this needs a correction for those actual changed ALMPs that also have a relationship with the EES 
MLP. Based on the information in Table 1, this correction has to be done for just one of the three 
relations established by the EES MLP, i.e. the actual changed ALMP of the UK in 2003. Thus, in 
total there are 25 positive relationships between the actual changed national ALMPs and the 
EES’s iterative nature. In other words, 69% of the actual changed ALMPs there is a positive 
relation with the EES’s iterative nature. Compared to the relationships with the EES MLP, the 
relations with the EES’s iterative nature exists thus overwhelmingly more often.  
 
 
4.3 Future research 
 
The results presented in the preceding paragraph are an initial indication of relationships between 
actual changed national ALMPs and the EES’s iterative nature on the one hand, and the EES MLP 
on the other. Although the result is cogent, it would be interesting to extend this research in two 
ways: by the time-period that is covered; and by the number of member states included. It is 
interesting to extend the time-period, because the results give reason to suspect that the period 
for mutual learning to come about seems to take more time than estimated. Instead of two years 
after the start of the EES, thus in 2000, it is not until after four years, thus 2002, that a first 
relationship between actual changed national ALMPs and the EES MLP is found. Therefore, it 
would be interesting to see if the number of relationships increases when a longer period is taken 
into account. Further, it would be interesting to extend the number of member states included. 
The main reason for this is the hypothesis that member states that have to improve their policies, 
in this case their ALMPs, are more likely to learn from other member states’ experiences than 
those that have to improve some of their policies or are forerunners in the respected policy field. 
Based on the results of this research, this presumption can either be substantiated nor rejected. 
On the one hand the number of found relationships (three) is to small to do so, on the other hand, 
the three relationships are established by three different countries that take different positions 
when it comes to improve their ALMPs: Germany who had to improve a lot; Belgium that had to 
improve some; and the UK who is considered as a forerunner. Therefore, it would be interesting 
to extend the number of member states with at least some member states that have to improve 
                                                    
41 See more elaborate about mutual learning fostered by the OMC Social Protection on the website of the 
Commission: http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/spsi/peer_review_en.htm.  
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their ALMPs extensively, like France, Italy and Greece. However, it would be even more 
preferable to extend it to all fifteen member states that participate the EES from the beginning. 
 
 
5 Conclusions 
 
The support of this papers argument that the assessment of the effectiveness of the OMC to 
converge member states’ policies should not focus on the OMC’s capacity to foster mutual 
learning, but on the OMC’s iterative nature is convincingly. The first part of the paper shows that 
the OMC’s iterative nature is in fact a minimum requirement for the OMC’s capacity to foster 
mutual learning. Therefore, the OMC’s effectiveness does not so much depend on its capacity to 
organise mutual learning, but on its capacity to create an iterative process that on its turn can 
create the proper environment in which an ‘epistemic community’ can flourish, or at least mutual 
learning can take place. Only then mutual learning can enhance the effectiveness of the OMC. As 
such, the focus on mutual learning to assess the OMC’s effectiveness is understandable, as it is 
one of several aspects by which the effectiveness of the OMC can be assessed. However, it is just 
one aspect and cannot be translated to the effectiveness of the OMC as a whole. The second part 
of the paper illustrates that there are substantially more relationships between actual changed 
ALMPs and the EES’s iterative nature than there are between them and the EES’s MLP. Thus, for 
as far as the EES has been of influence on the member states’ actual changed ALMPs, it is more 
likely to be the result of its iterative nature than its capacity to organise mutual learning. Since 
the EES resembles the ideal-type OMC to a large extend, this conclusion also holds true for the 
OMC in general, thus: the OMC’s true raison d’être is its iterative nature. 
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Annex 
 
Table 1. Relationships between actual changed ALMP and the EES’s iterative nature  
and the EES MLP, per member state, per year 
  Reform Relationship with:* 
  (total per year) A 
Iterative nature 
B 
 MLP 
Year Member State  NAP1 CSR2  
2000 Belgium 2 1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
 Denmark 1 1 1 0 
 Germany 2 1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
 Netherlands 1 1 0 0 
 UK 1 1 0 0 
 All MS 7 7 5 0 
2001 Belgium 2 0 0 0 
   1 1 0 
 Germany 4 1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
 Netherlands 1 1 0 0 
 UK 2 1 0 0 
   1 1 0 
 All MS 9 8 6 0 
2002 Belgium 2 1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
 Denmark 2 1 1 0 
   1 0 0 
 Germany 5 1 1 0 
   1 0 1 
   1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
 Netherlands 1 1 1 0 
 All MS 10 10 8 1 
2003 Belgium 3 1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
   1 0 1 
 Denmark 3 1 1 0 
   1 1 0 
   1 0 0 
 Germany 3 1 1 0 
   1 0 0 
   1 1 0 
 UK 1 1 1 1 
 All MS 10 10 7 2 
All years All MS 36 35 26 3 
*  0 = no relationship and 1 = relationship  
1. NAP = National Action Plan, first element of the OMC’s iterative nature 
2. CSR = Country Specific Recommendation, second element of the OMC’s iterative nature 
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Onderzoeksmemorandum Hervorming Sociale Zekerheid  
 
 
Onderzoeksemoranda are available http://www.hsz.leidenuniv.nl   
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